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This report examines aspects of the British presence in Xiamen from the late seventeenth 
century until the start of World War II. In doing so it seeks to argue that Xiamen should 
receive greater attention in studies of the history of colonialism in China. Xiamen was one 
of the original five treaty ports, and it became characterised by a unique combination of 
colonial forms. There was the British Concession, a small stretch of land running next to 
the harbour, that contained the offices of a number of businesses that operated in the city. 
There was also the island of Gulangyu, which became the preferred place of residence for 
the foreign community, and in 1903 was reconstituted as an international settlement, on 
similar lines to that in Shanghai. Using documents obtained from archives in the United 
Kingdom, the report will document various aspects of Xiamen’s encounter with British 
traders, missionaries and colonial officials. It will seek to identify what was distinct about 
Xiamen, as well as what its relationship was with the larger semi-colonial project that took 
place in China in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
 
The report begins one hundred and fity years prior to the opening of the first treaty ports to 
examine an early British encounter with Xiamen. In the midst of the turmoil that afflicted 
much of southern China in the wake of the Manchu conquest, an opportunity briefly 
presented itself for a British trading base in Xiamen. The report then moves to the 
nineteenth century, and examines the opening of Xiamen as a treaty port under the terms 
of the Treaty of Nanjing, of 1842. It considers the conditions under which the British 
forced open the city to trade, as well as the various actors, including traders, army officers, 
government officials, navy surgeons and missionaries, who arrived in Xiamen and 
established a foreign community there. 
 
The final sections examine the foreign colonial presence in Xiamen in its more established 
forms, that is, the British Concession in the city, and the international settlement on 
Gulangyu. Attention is paid in particular to the workings of the latter, unique in its efforts 
to implement municipal rule by both foreign and Chinese residents. These sections will 
focus on the 1920s, when movements emerged among Chinese residents that mounted 
strong challeneges to the legitimacy of both the British Concession and the international 
settlement. These challenges occurred as part of nationwide campaigns against the 
colonial presence in China. Examining them, therefore, allows us to view Xiamen’s place 
within the larger arena of semi-colonialsim, and also to appreciate the distinct dynamics of 
its own colonial spaces. 
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This report examines aspects of the British presence in Xiamen from the late seventeenth 
century until the start of World War II. In doing so it seeks to argue that Xiamen should 
receive greater attention in studies of the history of colonialism in China. Until recently, 
English-language histories, particularly those that focus on British colonialism, have given 
greatest attention to Hong Kong and Shanghai.
1
 The former, being a full colony of the 
United Kingdom, was where the British influence was most intensively imposed, whereas 
the latter has come to symbolise the system of semi-colonialism that was in place for a 
century following the Treaty of Nanjing, of 1842. Shanghai was undoubtedly, in 
commercial terms, the most important of the treaty ports. It also had the largest foreign 
community which, in the city’s international settlement, established a system of self-
government and an extensive administration. In comparison, the various other official 
manifestations of British colonialism in China have come to seem like mere subsidiaries to 
the great emporium of Shanghai. 
 
Nevertheless, it is important to ensure that other treaty ports, and other foreign 
concessions and settlements, are given coverage in histories of colonialism in China. 
Shanghai was one of five original treaty ports designated under the Treaty of Nanjing, and 
it is unhistorical to prioritise it simply on the basis of its later prominence. Nor is it sound 
to base our understandings of semi-colonialism on the culture and institutions that 
developed in that, particular, port. When considering it at a global level, it is true to say 
that there was no typical colonialism; rather, distinct colonial situations were created in 
different parts of the world according to particular historical, social and geographical 
conditions. This is also true when considering semi-colonialism in China. Each treaty port 
and foreign concession was developed in different circumstances. They were all part of the 
same project, in which the influence and interests of Shanghai came to dominate. But they 
were distinct spaces in which distinct actors sought to pursue various, interrelated agendas 
within the boundaries formed by local circumstances. In each instance, these efforts 
                                                 
1
 For the history of Hong Kong, see: John Carroll, A Concise History of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Hong 
Kong University Press, 2007). For studies of treaty-port Shanghai, see: Leo Ou-fan Lee, Shanghai Modern: 
The Flowering of a New Urban Culture in China, 1930-1945 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1999); Wen-hsin Yeh, Shanghai Splendour: Economic Sentiments and the Making of Modern China, 1843-
1949 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007); Christian Henriot, Shanghai, 1927-1937: 















produced unique outcomes, and it is necessary for the historian to attempt to collate the 
full range of these outcomes if they are to understand the workings and the influences of 
colonialism in China. 
 
This report will examine aspects of the history of colonialism in Xiamen. Xiamen was one 
of the original five treaty ports, and it became characterised by a unique combination of 
colonial forms. There was the British Concession, a small stretch of land running next to 
the harbour, that contained the offices of a number of businesses that operated in the city. 
There was also the island of Gulangyu, which became the preferred place of residence for 
the foreign community, and in 1903 was reconstituted as an international settlement, on 
similar lines to that in Shanghai. Using documents obtained from archives in the United 
Kingdom, the report will document various aspects of Xiamen’s encounter with British 
traders, missionaries and colonial officials.
2
 It will seek to identify what was distinct about 
Xiamen, as well as what its relationship was with the larger semi-colonial project that took 
place in China in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
 
British traders had been seeking to trade with China long before the opening of the treaty 
ports in 1842. The report will begin one hundred and fity years prior to this to examine an 
early British encounter with Xiamen. In the midst of the turmoil that afflicted much of 
southern China in the wake of the Manchu conquest, an opportunity briefly presented 
itself for a British trading base in Xiamen. The opportunity was short-lived, but it provides 
important early indications as to the growing importance of Xiamen in early modern 
maritime trading networks in east Asia, as well as the growing ambitions and developing 
intentions of British traders in that region. The report will then move to the nineteenth 
century, and examine the opening of Xiamen as a treaty port under the terms of the Treaty 
of Nanjing, of 1842. It will examine the conditions under which the British forced open 
the city to trade, as well as the various actors, including traders, army officers, government 
officials, navy surgeons and missionaries, who arrived in Xiamen and established a 
foreign community there. This section will examine in detail the process of establishing a 
British presence in Xiamen, and of the various figures who, although having vastly 
different backgrounds and intentions, all contributed to the success of this process. 
                                                 
2
 Some of these documents, or extracts from them, have been transcribed in this report. Many of them were 
handwritten, and so extracts from them have been transcribed and reprinted. There were a few words in the 
original documents that could not be accurately identified. In the transcriptions below, these words are 
















The final sections will examine the foreign colonial presence in Xiamen in its more 
established forms, that is, the British Concession in the city, and the international 
settlement on Gulangyu. Attention will be paid in particular to the workings of the latter, 
unique in its efforts to implement municipal rule by both foreign and Chinese residents. 
These sections will focus on the 1920s, when movements emerged among Chinese 
residents that mounted strong challeneges to the legitimacy of both the British Concession 
and the international settlement. These challenges occurred as part of nationwide 
campaigns against the colonial presence in China. Examining them, therefore, allows us to 
view Xiamen’s place within the larger arena of semi-colonialsim, and also to appreciate 
the distinct dynamics of its own colonial spaces. 
 
In sum, then, this report will seek to introduce aspects of Xiamen’s colonial history, 
shedding light on its distinct developments, and also relating it to wider processes that 
















1) The East India Company and the Ming Loyalists: the First 
British Encounter with Xiamen 
 
 
One hundred and fifty years before the First Opium War, British representatives had 
sought to establish a trading base in Xiamen. The English East India Company (EIC) was 
formed in 1600. It was a joint-stock company formed in order to carry out trade in Asia, 
and in particular with Japan and southeast Asia. At the start of the seventeenth century, 
European trade in this region was dominated by Portugal, Spain and the Netherlands, each 
of whom had established trading bases, and also had more advanced shipping technology 
than Britain. The EIC tried a number of different strategies in order to access the trade 
networks of this region. One strategy was to establish trading bases on Taiwan and the 
Fujian coastline, as these would intersect important trade routes between Japan, China and 
southeast Asia. However, it was the Netherlands that was initially successful in this, 
establishing a small colony on Taiwan in 1624. The Dutch expanded the area under their 
control, but in 1662 they were defeated by an army led by 郑成功, and were forced to 
leave the island. 郑成功 now sought to use Taiwan as the base for his Ming loyalist 
movement. With the Dutch now removed from Taiwan, the EIC attempted again to 
establish a trading base there.
3
 郑成功 died not long after his victory over the Dutch, and 
he was succeeded by his son, 郑经. In 1670 the EIC gained permission to trade in Taiwan. 
郑 also had control of the island of Xiamen, and the EIC sought to gain further permission 




Despite having allowed the EIC to establish these bases on Taiwan and Xiamen, 郑 only 
permitted a very restricted trade, with EIC officers only allowed to do business with 
certain officials, and not with the local population. Nevertheless, the EIC’s directors in 
London were optimistic that this new base on the Chinese mainland would herald great 
trading opportunities. In August 1681 they composed the following letter, addressed to 郑: 
 
                                                 
3
 For a summary of the involvement of the English East India Company in Taiwan during the seventeenth 
century, see: Derek Massarella, ‘Chinese, Tartars and “Thea” or a Tale of Two Companies: The English East 
India Company and Taiwan in the Late Seventeenth Century’, in Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, Third 
Series, 3:3 (1993), pp. 393-426. 
4
 Massarella, ‘Tale of Two Companies’, pp. 407-408. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the 















The Governor & Company of Merchants of London trading to the 
East Indies 
 
To the most famous renowned & glorious monarck the King 
of Amoy Tywan and many other territories. 
 
Great Sir 
We do send this year to your majesty’s port of Amoy four ships, 
concluding that your majesty being Prince of a Trading Nation (as 
the Chinese are known throughout the world to be) must more 
eminently understand the nature of trade yourself, and 
consequently, that the more we frequent your Majesty’s port with 
our shipping, the more acceptable we shall always be to your 
majesty, and find the great encouragement as well in the sale of 
our own goods as in the purchase of the commodities of China; 
which will encourage us to a yearly increase of our commerce 
with your majesty and your subjects…. 
 
East India House, London 12 August 1681.5 
 
In this letter, 郑 is referred to as ‘the King of Amoy Tywan and many other territories.’ 
The directors inform him of their intention to send four ships to Xiamen, and express their 
hope that their trade with China might increase. Later in the letter, the directors inform 郑 
of their intention to transfer the entirety of their trade operations, within his domains, from 
Taiwan to Xiamen. It is clear, then, that the EIC sought to use their base on Xiamen to 
expand their operations in China. 
 
However, unbeknown to the directors, even before they had composed this letter Xiamen 
had been captured by the Qing, in March 1680. The EIC had to abandon their factory on 
Xiamen, and return to Taiwan. As they retreated, however, their goods and possessions 
were plundered by the soldiers of 郑. Hearing of these events, the EIC directors sent a 
further letter to 郑, asking for redress, and insisting that, if this was not forthcoming then 
‘we hope your majesty will pardon us if we do according to the laws and customs of all 
nations, endeavour to right ourselves upon the ships and goods of any of your majesty’s 
subjects that we shall meet with.’
6
 The EIC’s officers in Asia ultimately decided that this 
                                                 
5
 Letter from East India House, London to ‘the most famous renowned & glorious monarck the King of 
Amoy Tywan and many other territories’, 12 August 1681, The British Library: IOR/E/3/89 f. 216. 
6
 Letter from East India House, London to ‘the most famous renowned & glorious monarck the King of 















letter was too strongly worded to be sent to 郑, but it nevertheless reflects how the EIC 
now felt that the rapidly declining forces of 郑 were not worth aligning their interests 
with.
7
 Instead, the EIC, along with other European countries, began negotiating with the 
Qing, seeking permission from them to establish trading bases on the Chinese mainland. 
In 1684 the EIC were allowed to return to Xiamen, and were eventually allowed to carry 
out trade there and in other Chinese ports, along with other European traders.
8
 This 
situation continued until 1757, when the Qing decided that foreign trade should be 
restricted to Guangzhou. The location of the EIC factory in Xiamen is now unknown, but , 
in his book In and About Amoy, written in 1909, the missionary Philip Wilson Pitcher 
recorded that on Gulangyu there were gravestones of EIC traders dated 1698, 1700 and 
1710.
9
 Perhaps, then, Gulangyu was the site of residence of this earliest British presence in 
Xiamen. 
 
The first British encounter with Xiamen was somewhat precarious and left little trace. 
Nevertheless, it reflected a growing British presence in the region which, in the form of 
the East India Company, represented a government-sanctioned commercial interest, one 
marked by its determination to take on its European rivals and to find an entry into the 
lucrative east and southeast Asian trade networks. The East India Company would 
subsequently intensify its efforts to increase its trade with China. Once the limited access 
of the Canton System was overthrown in 1842, the British immediately sought a return to 
Xiamen, identifying it as one of the ports in which they desired to have a base. 
  
                                                 
7
 Massarella, ‘Tale of Two Companies’, pp. 410-411. Taiwan would be taken by the Qing in 1683, and the 
EIC base there closed in 1685. 
8
 Massarella, ‘Tale of Two Companies’, pp. 419-423. 
9
 Philip Wilson Pitcher, In and About Amoy: Some Historical and Other Facts Connected with One of the 
First Open Ports in China, (2
nd
 edition, Shanghai and Fuzhou: The Methodist Publishing House in China, 















2) The Opening of Xiamen as a Treaty Port 
 
 
From the time of the earliest arrival of European traders in east and southeast Asia, they 
were accompanied by missionaries seeking to spread the Christian religion. Catholic 
missionaries were the first, travelling alongside Spanish and Portugese traders. They 
established a strong presence in Macau, and some were even able to gain prolonged access 
to the Chinese mainland, for a period spanning the late Ming and early Qing dynasties, 
before being expelled in 1724.
10
 Protestant missionaries arrived later, at the start of the 
nineteenth century. The following are letters written by missionaries belonging to the 
London Missionary Society (LMS), which was formed in 1795 in England, and was 
associated with the congregationalist church. The first LMS missionary to China, Robert 
Morrison, arrived in 1807. He was based in Macau and Guangzhou, until his death in 1834. 
Others followed Morrison, some joining him in Guangzhou and Macau, and others living 
among the Chinese populations of Singapore, Malacca and Jakarta. In these places they 
learned Chinese, carried out medical and educational work and did some preaching. They 
followed events in China, hoping for an opportunity to gain access beyond Guangzhou. 
 
The following letter provides an impression of some of the activities of these missionaries. 




To the Directors of the London Missionary Society 
 
September 30th 1841. Macao. 
 
Dear Brethren, 
 As this is the time when we ought to send our [] Annual 
Letter to you, we desire to give you such particulars regarding [] 
and others as may require [] since we last addressed you… 
 During the last six months, we have been occupied in much 
the same duties as when we last wrote. The language continues 
to engage much of our attention; but we trust that we are [] 
acquiring it in such a [], as to enable us, ‘ere long, to speak 
readily to the people and spread among them the message of 
                                                 
10
 For a history of this first Catholic mission to China, see: Liam Matthew Brockey, Journey to the East: the 















Salvation, but much remains for us to do in [] [] [] we all feel 
that we have many, very [] difficulties to overcome, before we 
attain to any considerable [] of speech, so as to speak fluently 
and intelligibly to the people on the doctrines of the Gospel. 
 In consequence of Mr Brown’s absence from Macao on 
account of Mrs B’s indisposition, Mr Milne has devoted a portion 
of his time daily in conjunction with Mr and Mrs Boone, to the 
instruction of the Chinese pupils of the Morrison Education 
Society. He expresses himself much pleased with the progress 
made by the boys in spiritual, as well as in general, knowledge, 
and speaks highly of the advantages of boarding schools, for the 
instruction of  Chinese youth. 
 When Mr [] left this place on a visit to England, in June last, 
Captain Elliott desired Mr Milne to take the service at the British 
Chapel, which he did accordingly, and preaches there once every 
Sabbath. But it is evidently hoped that when affairs [] settled, a 
regular Chaplain will be appointed for the Settlement, at which 
the body of the Foreign Community [] resides. 
 At the end of March last, Mr Hobson went to Canton, for the 
purpose of reopening the Hospitals of the Medical Missionary 
Society, if he found such a measure practicable. The house had 
been closed since March 1839, and while Dr Parker continued in 
Canton he was never allowed to reoccupy it, though he had 
repeatedly solicited [], the owner of that house to permit him to 
do so, but without success, [] being fearful to incur any 
responsibility during the unsettled state of affairs there existing. 
At the time above mentioned an application was again made, for 
permission to use the house as before, but the same objection 
was stated: namely, that [] was fearful that something would 
arise out of the attendance of patients at the Hospital, which 
might cause him trouble and annoyance, and though he still 
expressed himself favourably disposed towards the operations of 
the Society, he positively declined allowing the use of the house. 
Mr Hobson finding this to be the case, and that he could not in 
any other way carry out his intentions, returned here in the end 
of April… 
 The Hospital of the Med. Miss. Soc. here at Macao, is 
gradually extending its beneficial influence to the native 
population of the place, and the extensive vicinity around. It has 
already conferred much bodily relief on its varied applicants, and 
thus in a temporal point of view, its existence as a benevolent 
institution, may be regarded as a blessing of no mean value. But, 















specify, we consider it only so far of practical utlity as it serves 
the Cause of Christian Missions… 
 The patients residing in the Hospital present pleasing 
means of [] to any of the [], who are sufficiently advanced in the 
language to read and speak fluently with them. The out-patients 
when able to read, have religious books and tracts given to them. 
 The Reports of the Med. Miss. Soc. containing the reports of 
the Hospitals at Macao, and Chusan, for the last year, are now 
published, and will be forwarded to you by the earliest 
opportunity. 
 Mr Hobson is assisted in the care of the Macao Hospital by 
Mr Lockhart. Of Mr L’s marriage to Miss Parkes, in [] May last, 
you have already been informed by private letters; and we trust 
that the Mission has thus been strengthened, by the addition to 
our number of one who will be a helper with us, in the work of 
the Gospel. 
 Within the last few weeks, Mr Lockhart has entered into an 
engagement, to attend to a position of the practice of Mr 
Anderson, the civil surgeon of this place, who has always been 
remarkably kind in affording his [] [] professional attendance on 
the Missionary families here. He wished to go to England, for a 
few months, for the [] of his health, and to transact some 
important private business, and requested Mr L. to attend his 
patients, (in conjunction with his []) while he was absent. It is 
hoped that the duties of this situation will not [] [] materially on 
Mr L’s time, or prevent his application to matters of greater 
consequence. Mr Lockhart will be relieved altogether from these 
duties in [] in July of 1842, and on account of his practical [] to 
Mr Anderson’s affairs, a saving to the mission of £300 will be 
caused. 
 Mr Morrison has gone to the North with the Expedition and 
accompanies Sir Hy Pottinger in H.M.S. Blenheim. 
 We are truly thankful that we are have all, with Mrs Hobson 
and son seem [] in health and strength during the hot season, 
and have been able to prosecute our work with pleasure and 
satisfaction. Visiting among the villages, and intercourse with the 
people, in all available [], has been [], to as great an extent as 
possible, but we have [] reason to deplore the obstructions that 
lie in our path, and to pray, that ‘ere long, we may be permitted 
to have fuller and freer intercourse with the mass of the people. 
 The representatives of other Missionary Societies, resident 
in Macao, are for the most part in the enjoyment of good health. 
Mr Williams, and Mr Bridgman, are much engaged in the 















and Mrs [], and Mr [] from Baptist Churches in America, are well, 
and engaged in their various Missionary labors. Mr and Mrs [] of 
the Morrison Education Society, have been absent for some 
months, on a visit to the Straits, for the recovery of Mrs B’s 
health. They have now returned much benefited by their voyage, 
and have resumed their work. Mr and Mrs [], although still in 
weak health, find themselves much improved by their residence 
in Macao. Mr Abeel has gone to Singapore, with the hope of being 
able to visit the Missionary Stations on the island of Borneo. Mr, 
Mrs [] and family, arrived here in May last from Singapore. Mrs 
B’s health has suffered much from the climate, and it was judged 
advisable for the family to leave that place, for a few months’ 
residence in Macao.11 
 
The first part of the letter describes the activities of the small, interconnected groups of 
missionaries in Macau and other nearby ports in southeast Asia. The writers, focussing in 
particular on Macau, comment on their progress with learning Chinese, the health 
problems many of them suffered from in the unfamiliar climate, and the education and 
medical work they were engaged in. These latter services were provided both for the 
foreign communities and the local Chinese populations. The writers remark on the success 
of their hospital, but insist that its purpose must ultimately be to further their religious 
aims. They also describe church services carried out for the foreign community, and some 
evangelism they did among Chinese hospital patients and in the villages around Macau. 
However, they note the ‘obstructions that lie in our path’, and express the hope that soon 
they ‘may be permitted to have fuller and freer intercourse with the mass of the people.’ 
At this time, missionaries were not permitted to travel beyond Macau and Guangzhou. 
Indeed, as they recount, even reopening a hospital the LMS had previously operated in 
Guangzhou was not permitted, as it was feared that a missionary presence in the city 
might create tensions. At this time, the First Opium War was being brought to a close, and 
negotiations were under way to produce a settlement allowing wider foreign entry into 
China. A number of missionaries were involved in this. As a result of their work to 
translate the Bible into Chinese, a number of missionaries had attained to a high level of 
Chinese language proficiency, and so were employed as translators and interpreters for the 
foreign community. Robert Morrison had worked as a translator for the EIC, and in this 
letter his son, referred to as ‘Mr Morrison’ is mentioned as having ‘gone to the North with 
                                                 
11
 Letter from Dr William Lockhart, William Charles Milne and Dr Benjamin Hobson to LMS Directors, 
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